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LA SONNAMBULA. 


The progress of incidents in this opera, in which is to be found the loveliest, 
most characteristic and most perfect flowering of Bellini’s genius, is as follows : 
In a Swiss village there live two lovers, E/vino, a well-to-do farmer, and Amina, 
an orphan who has been adopted by Zeresa, owner of a mill. The betrothal of 
the pair is greeted with delight by all the villagers except Lisa, keeper of the 
village inn, who is herself in love with Z/vino and eager to win him away from 
Amina, to the sorrow of her own lover, the peasant A/ezzs. The village folk 
are rejoicing over the happiness of Amina and Elvino, and greet them with a 
song (‘‘In Elvetia non v’ha rosa’’) through which are heard the complaints of 
Lisa. Amina sings her joy and gratitude to 7eresa in a cavatina (‘‘ Come per 
me sereno’’), and while the witnesses are signing the marriage contract E/vino 
places the ring upon the finger of the bride (‘‘ Prendi: l’anel ti dono’’), and 
accompanies it with a gift of flowers. In the midst of the merry-making Count 
Rodolpho, the lord of the manor, enters. He is on his way to the castle, and 
recalls the scenes in which he has passed his youth in a cavatina (‘‘ Vi ravviso, 
o luoghi ameni’’). But night is falling ; he has still three miles of a dangerous 
pathway to traverse, and he accepts Lzsa’s invitation to spend the night at the 
inn. Meanwhile he learns the cause of. the pretty gathering, and, Amzina’s 
beauty calling up memories of a youthful love, he pays her a few gallant atten- 
tions which disturb the mind of the gentle E/vizo. Lisa warns the villagers to 
hasten to their homes lest they catch sight of the phantom which nightly 
roams through the village. Rodolphe is incredulous, and the villagers in chorus 
tell him the tale of the ghost whose presence arrests the flow of the mill-stream, 
stops the fountain and closes the mouths of the watch-dogs. (‘‘ A fosco cielo.’’) 
Elvino gives utterance to his jealous doubts and receives comfort from Amina 
ina duet (‘‘Son geloso del zeffiro errante’’), while the Count is shown to his 
chamber in the inn by Zzsa. There, finding her not disinclined to a little flirta- 
tion, he starts in upon some gallantries which are interrupted by a noise at the 
window. JLzsa conceals herself in a cabinet, but in her Jhaste drops her veil. 
The cause of the interruption amazes the Count. Through the window, to which 
she had ascended by a ladder, comes Amina, clad in her night-robes. She is 
asleep, and fancies herself with /vino, whose jealousy she is seeking to disarm. 
Rodolpho recognizes the somnambulist, who next” enacts the marriage scene 
with L/vino and pledges him her love. She then goes to bed, and the Count, 
having decided not to awaken her, is about to leave the chamber by the’door, 
but hearing footsteps goes. out by the window. The intruders are the villagers, 
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retiring to rest one offers a prayer to heaven that it may some day occur to 
German composers to write such melodies, to acquire such treatment of song. 
Song, song, and again song, O Germans! Song is the language with which 
mankind should communicate, one with another; and you will not be under- 
stood if this language is not made and kept as arbitrary as any other cultivated 
language should be. That which is bad in Bellini, each one of your village 
schoolmasters will do better. If Bellini had served his apprenticeship with a 
German village schoolmaster he would probably have learned more, but he 
would have unlearned the art of song.’’ The popularity acquired by ‘La 
Sonnambula’”’ seventy years ago scarcely waned so long as the type of singer 
called for by its measures flourished. Commenting on its introduction in 
America, Mr. Richard Grant White wrote: ‘‘ ‘La Sonnambula’ was the delight 
of all music-loving people, cultivated and uncultivated, from North to South, 
from East to— But then there was no West. Nothing but ‘Still so gently o’er 
me stealing,’ or ‘ Hear me swear, now,’ was heard from the throats of singers, 
the fingers of pianoforte thrummers, and even the lips of whistlers; for never 
before was there such a pathetic puckering.”’ 

All the, singers at the first American performance of the opera were members 
of the stock company of the Park Theatre, except Mr. and Mrs. James Wood. 
These artists were English, Mrs. Wood being none other than Miss Mary 
Anne Paton, who began her artistic career as a child. She was a performer 
upon the harp, pianoforte and violin, and the creator of the heroine in Weber’s 
‘“‘Oberon’’ when that opera was produced by the composer in London on 
April 12th, 1826. The composer wrote to his wife: ‘‘ Miss Paton is a singer of 
the very first rank, and will play Rezza divinely.’’ Together with her second hus- 
band, Mr. Wood (her first marriage to Lord William Pitt Lennox, younger son 
of the Duke of Richmond, was an unhappy one), she first visited the United 
States in the season of 1833-’34, and was hailed as the finest English vocalist 
ever heard in America, ‘‘a verdict,’’ said Ireland, the historian of the New York 
stage, ‘‘that no successor has been able to overthrow.’’ Unfortunately, her 
second season, 1835-—'36, in which ‘‘ a Sonnambula’’ was brought forward, 
came to a disastrous end, owing partly to a want of tact on the part of herself 
and her husband, and the spirit of national pride at the time rampant in 
American audience-rooms. Mrs. Conduit, who sang the part of Lisa at the 
first performance of the opera, was an American woman (she came from the 
South), and a popular member of Mr. James W. Wallack’s regular company. 
In the progress of the season a performance for her benefit was announced. 
Mr. and Mrs. Wood not only refused to take part in it, but gave a concert on the 
same evening, thus ruining the business of the beneficiary. On their next appear- 
ance at the theatre the audience got into a riotous mood and demanded justice 
for Mrs. Conduit. The management promised that she should have a second 
benefit, and the performance was permitted to proceed. At the next appear- 


ance of the English singers, however, there was another disturbance, and they 
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thought it wise to,return to England. Five years afterward they returned to 
the United States, and were singing in Philadelphia when confronted by another 
benefit. Anxious to redeem her former mistake, Mrs. Wood volunteered to 
sing for nothing ; but as the time approached Mr. Wood became apprehensive 
of another demonstration, and, having involved himself disagreeably otherwise, 
he sailed for Europe with his wife and did not again return. 

The list of singers who have won triumphs in the role of Avmzna is practi- 
cally the list of all singers of the florid style who have flourished in the course 
of the last half of the nineteenth century. When Madame Pasta created the 
part, the distinction between light and dramatic sopranos, now so marked, was 
less determinate. What was then looked upon as dramatic or tragic expression 
was not thought to be inconsistent with flexibility and volubility of utterance. 
According to present notions Madame Pasta would seem to have been the last 
singer whom Bellini should have selected to sing the music which he put 
into the mouth of his rustic heroine. Her voice was naturally a heavy 
one, and in spite of all her efforts it never became wholly fluent. She was 
a tragic queen, and, like many a tragic queen in this day of vocal degeneracy, 
she sang flat occasionally, especially toward the end of her career. But 
Bellini, though essentially a disciple of Rossini, was a devotee of expression 
in music. If he wrote an Amzina for Pasta, he also wrote a Norma, and 
belief in the dramatic potency of the songs given to the Druidic priestess 
is still held by some exemplars of the latest phase of dramatic singing—as 
witness Madame Lehmann. Even the restrictions of natural vocal register 
were felt less two generations ago than now. One of the finest Aminas was 
Malibran, who set the fashion of singing the part in English. Her voice was 
contralto, to which she had ingeniously superadded a soprano register which 
enabled her (like Alboni later) to sing contralto and soprano réles with equal 
effectiveness. However, it was not the range of her voice so much as its tim- 
bre, her magnetic temperament and her passionate acting, which raised her to 
the well-nigh peerless position which she occupies in musical history. Of her 
performances in ‘‘La Sonnambula’’ we have the opinion of a musician, Mo- 
scheles, who wrote: ‘‘She was thoroughly realistic, and in her dress and move- 
ments despised everything conventional. Thus, in the sleep-walking scene, 
unlike other great representatives of the part whose muslin négligé would have 
suited any lady, she adopted the dona-fide night-cap of the peasant girl and the 
loose garment of a sleeper; her /fricot stockings were so transparent as to veil 
her feet but imperfectly. Her acting in this opera was exquisitely touching, 
her outbursts of sorrow so natural that she enlisted the sympathy of her audi- 
ence from beginning to end of the piece.’’ A similar devotion to realism, or 
dramatic truthfulness, impelled Jenny Lind to forego the customary assistance 
of a ‘‘supernumary ”’ in the final scene, in which the somnambulist walks across a 
frail bridge and seems in imminent danger of death. ‘‘I should have: been 


ashamed to stand before the audience pretending I had crossed the bridge if I 
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who, having learned that the stranger is their lord, come to welcome him. 
They surround the couch and discover Amina. Meanwhile Lisa steals out and 
brings E/vino on the scene. Amina is aroused and seeks to throw herself in the 
arms of her lover, but is cast aside despite her protestations of innocence. 

Thus ends the first act. At the beginning of the second the villagers are 
discovered on their way to the castle, where they hope to receive assurance from 
the Count that the story of Amzna’s guilt is groundless. They receive it, but 
Amina, meeting Elvino, is again repulsed in the aria, ‘‘ Tutto é sciolto.’’ Then 
follows ascene in the village between Zsa and A/exis, in which the latter pleads 
his cause only to be again rejected, just as the villagers appear to proclaim, joy- 
ously, that E/vino and the hostess are to be married. E/vino seeks consolation 
in the thought that he is but returning to an old love, but the Count appears and 
disturbs his contentment by explaining that Amzna was walking in her sleep 
when she came into his chamber on the preceding evening, while 7eresa intimates 
that whatever of guilt there was at the inn must be charged against Lisa, and 
produces the veil in evidence. In the midst of the consternation produced by 
this announcement and TZeresa’s pleadings that Amina’s rest be not disturbed, 
the somnambulist, again in a sleep-trance, comes out of a window of the mill, 
crosses a frail bridge, and advancing sings of her lost love and its relics—the 
ring and the nosegay E/vino had given to her (‘‘Ah! non credea mirarti’’). 
Elvino is convinced of her innocence; she is awakened and leads the jubilation 
of the villagers with the rondo, ‘‘ Ah! non giunge uman pensiero.”’ 

According to the hand-books this story was borrowed by Romani, Bellini’s 
librettist, from .a vaudeville written by Scribe. The point does not seem to 
be well taken. The vaudeville was performed at the Théatre du Vaudeville 
in Paris on December 6th, 1819. Scribe is also credited with having 
constructed a ballet out of the vaudeville for which Hérold composed the 
music in 1827. The story, however, is probably older than the French 
author. As early as 1778 Lady Craven, afterwards the Margravine of 
Anspach, published an English translation of « French comedy, written 
by Pont de Vile (or de Wesle), under the title ‘‘The Somnambule; or, The 
Sleep-Walker.’’ Paér and Piccinni composed operas entitled ‘‘Sonnambula”’ in 
1797, and they were performed in Venice and Stockholm. Romani himself pro- 
vided librettos (or a libretto) for two composers before Bellini—Carafa, whose 
‘«Sonnambula’’ was produced at Milan in 1825, and Luigi Ricci, who brought 
out his ‘‘Sonnambula’’ in Rome in 1829. A vulgar farce entitled ‘‘ The Sleep- 
Walker ; or, Which is Which?” was performed for the first time at the Hay- 
market Theatre, London, in June, 1812, and reached New York the next year. 
In London the principal character, Somno, a servant, was enacted by G. C. 
Mathews (the elder); in New York the part was played by Mr. Roberts, a 
comedian who enjoyed great popularity. The climax of both performances was 
reached in a scene in which Sommno in his sleep imagined himself an actor, and 


gave imitations of Kean, Booth, Macready and other great players of the day. 
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‘*The Somnambulist ; or, The Phantom of the Village,’ a play by Moncrieff, 
was acted for the first time at Covent Garden, London, on February roth, 1828. 
Like nearly everything of its kind it crossed the ocean without delay. Three 
monthslater, on May 22d, 1828, it was performed at the National Theatre, with 
Mr. Placide and Mrs. Hackett in the ‘principal characters. Its scene is laid in 
Provence, but the story is that of Bellini’s opera, with a few trifling variations. 

Bellini’s opera was composed in January and February, 1831, and performed 
for the first time at the Teatro Carcano, Milan, on March 6th of that year. The 
principal parts, Amina and Elvino, were sung by Pasta and Rubini, for whom 
they were written. The same singers carried the work to London (King’s 
Theatre), where it had its first performance on July 28th, 1831. Paris heard it 
on October 28th, 1831, and New York, at the Park Theatre, on November 13th, 
1835. This first American performance was in English, the English fashion, 
influenced, no doubt, by familiarity with Moncrieff’s play and a tendency of 
the period which made Malibran as much a singer in English as in Italian opera, 
having been set by that supremely great artist when she appeared in an English 
version of the opera especially made for her at Drury Lane on May Ist, 1833. 
Bellini’s star was in the ascendant and near its zenith when ‘‘ La Sonnambula’”’ 
appeared, yet London hesitated to accept him, as it had hesitated to give hearty 
welcome to Rossini a few decades before, because of its conservative admiration 
for Paisiello and Cimarosa, and as it refused a welcome to Verdi a decade or so 
later because of its devotion to Rossini and Bellini. ‘‘ ‘ La Sonnambula,’’’ says 
Mr. Chorley in his ‘‘ Thirty Years’ Musical Recollections,’’ ‘‘ was treated on its 
introduction with contempt; the want of science on the part of its composer 
dwelt on, and that which is true in expression, and which has kept the opera 
alive, utterly overlooked.’’ The prejudices of the critics, excited by the 
notoriously small musical scholarship of Bellini, were soon overcome, however, 
by the popular appreciation of the elegiac tenderness of his melodies, and ‘‘ La 
Sonnambula’’ soon became the most admired opera in the Italian list. Many 
musicians meanwhile confessed to an affection for Bellini’s melodic genius 
sufficiently great to work atonement in their minds for his harmonic poverty. 
Chopin made little of most of his Parisian contemporaries, going so far indeed 
as heartily to dislike the music of Meyerbeer, but Bellini’s music charmed him, 
while a caviller who came to Cherubini with the complaint that Bellini’s orches- 
tration was very simple and his accompaniments meagre received the reply: 
‘‘What other accompaniments could be written to melodies so beautiful in 
themselves?’’ Even Wagner, before he became possessed of the furor Teu- 
tonicus which led him to the invention of a new style of musico-dramatic com- 
position, could rail against his German colleagues in round terms and hold up 
Bellini as a model. In an article signed ‘‘O.,’’ which appeared in the 
‘‘Zuschauer’’’ of Riga on December 1gth, 1837, he wrote: ‘‘ What enchanted us 
in Bellini was the pure melody, the simple nobility and beauty of song. Syrely 
it can be no sin to assert and believe this. Perhaps it is not even a sin if before 
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had not really done it,’’ she said to one of her biographers. But it was not only 
this and her exquisite singing which placed ‘‘ La Sonnambula”’ high amongst 
Madame Lind’s achievements, but the gentleness and simplicity of her character- 
ization of Amina. In this respect, I fancy, Madame Etelka Gerster’s imperson- 
ation—certainly the finest vouchsafed to Americans to see and hear in their own 
country—must have resembled hers. Neither in voice nor in style was Madame 
Gerster grand, but she charmed with the gracefulness, smoothness and exquisite 
finish of her execution, the perfection of her musical taste, the nobility of her 
portamento, the purity and equability of her tone, and the fascinating naiveté 
of her appearance and acting. Touching the manner in which Jenny Lind sang 
the exquisitely touching ‘‘ Ah! non credea,’’ we have the opinion of a royal 
critic. In her. diary Queen Victoria wrote: ‘‘It was all pzano, and clear and 
sweet, and like the sighing of azephyr ; yet all heard. Who could describe those 
long notes, drawn out till they quite melt away; that shake which becomes softer 
and softer; those very piano and flute-like notes, and those round, fresh tones 
which are so youthful ?”’ 

It was the purpose of the style adopted by Bellini to elevate the pathos of 
his melodies by curtailing the redundant ornamentation which Rossini had 
cultivated. Singers, however, were still steeped in the old traditions, and 
Messrs. Holland and Rockstro, in their biography of Jenny Lind, have preserved 
her reading of ‘‘ Ah! non credea’”’ in full. I append the concluding flourish 
as an interesting comparative lesson in taste. Bellini wrote: 


From the modern viewpoint, which considers vocal agility as the first 
requisite in parts like Lucza and Amina, Madame Persiani was probably the most 
efficient of the Amznas of the first half of the nineteenth century. She was 


more than anything a vocalist—a singer of the Di Murska type. What pathos 
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she had was of the elegiac kind, and consequently adapted to the music of ‘‘ La © 
Sonnambula.”’ Her execution was ‘‘ remarkable for velocity—poignant, clear, 
audacious,’’ wrote Chorley, and John Ella notes that the droderie in ‘‘ Ah! non 
giunge ’’ which follows, when sung by Persiani, was immensely effective : 


Del-la ter - ra 


“‘La Patti,’’ Mr. Ella adds, ‘‘ more recently introduces very surprising 
froriture in the same aria, totally beyond the ability of any amateurs. The 
passage I now print is gracefully conceived, and by transposition may be re- 


peated by any skilful vocalist.’” Madame Adelina Patti used to sing ‘‘ Ah! 
non giunge’’ in concerts when she was eight years old, and ‘‘ La Sonnambula’”’ 
was the second opera of her first season at the Academy of Music in New York, 
on December 3d, 1859. She chose it also for her début in London and Paris. 
Concerning the part of E/vino, it ought to be remarked that much of its music 
has been transposed since Rubini sang it. Rubini was a counter-tenor. He 
was wont to sing the A//egro portion of ‘‘ Tutto é sciolto,’’ which now stands 
in B-flat, a fourth higher, accomplishing this feat (as the tenor part is printed 
nowadays) in the climax: 


mer, non te 
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NEW YoRK, June 13th, 1901. H. E. KREHBIEL. 
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(Amina is seen coming out from a window of the mill. She walks along the edge of the roof; beneath her the 
revolving millwheel threatens to crush her, should she take a false step. All turn towards her in great fear. 
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(Amina arrives near the wheel, walking on a decayed rafter, which bends under her.) 
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